In the context of Baudrillard's theory of simulacra, this paper analyzes Robert Coover's depiction of different versions of "reality" as manifested in his short story "Stick Man". The paper argues that through the depiction of transworld characters oscillating between different ontological levels and modes of representation, Coover 1) treats the relation between fiction and reality, 2) deals, in the context of some post-structuralist theories, with a question of representation connected especially with the relation between language and reality, 3) parodies celebrity culture, mass media manipulation of the audience and consumerism as important aspects of contemporary (American) culture, and points out the replacement of the representation by "simulation" in the contemporary technologically advanced world.
Introduction
In the past decades, literary discourse and its relation to both language and the real, physical world represented by it were studied in the context of literary theory and philosophy such as, for example, the theory of the possible worlds. In connection with philosophy, literary theory studied such aspects of literary texts as possibility, truth and reference that are rather ontological aspects of these texts and thus close to the postmodernist discourse. 1 Several critics, for example, Lubomír Dolezel, Thomas Pavel, Benjamin Harsaw Hrushovski or Ruth Ronen, point out a difference between literary fictional and real worlds. In her seminal study Possible Worlds in Literary Theory, Ruth Ronen argues that "A fictional world can be described as a unique system separate from, although dependent on cultural-historical reality in which it is created and with which it holds more or less obvious affinities" (15). In Ronen's view, "Literary worlds are possible not in the sense they can be viewed as possible alternatives to the actual state of affairs, but in the sense that they 'actualize a world' we live in" (50) . . . Literary theorists have adopted the possible worlds frame by arguing that, being non-actual states of affairs, fictional worlds form a subset of possible worlds" (51). And further she claims that . . . literary theorists treat fictional worlds as possible worlds in the sense that fictional worlds are concrete constellations of states of states of affairs which, like possible worlds, are non-actualized in the world. Yet, it is obvious that possible worlds are indeed non-actualized but 'actualizable'…whereas fictional worlds aren non-actualized in the world but also 'nonactualizable', belonging to a different sphere of possibility and impossibility altogether. (51) Giving examples from several novels, Ronen further separates the real, actual world and the world of fiction and argues that "fictional worlds are not possible: they are not alternative ways the world might have been" (51-52). She thus finally concludes that "A fictional world forms an independent modal system, and is, in this respect, less directly linked to the actual world than possible worlds" (52).
Also Benjamin Harsaw (Hrushovski) deals with a relation between fiction and reality, but especially with the representation of the actual world in fiction. To emphasize the separateness of the world of fiction from the physical world, he introduces such terms as field of reference, frame of reference, internal and external fields of reference and other terms (3). In this respect, especially Internal Field of Reference (IFR) is important to understand his definition of the specificity of a literary discourse. He understands internal field of reference as "a whole network of interrelated referents of various kinds: characters, events, situations, ideas, dialogues . . . The language of the text contributes to the establishment of this Internal Field and refers to it at the same time" (230). Harsaw (Hrushovski) further comments on the ontological specificity of literature and gives its definition based on these characteristics.
This separateness and uniqueness of the world of fiction is further confirmed by Lubomir Dolezel who speaks about its ontological homogeneity (483). Dolezel also suggests that a semantic complexity is "a prime manifestation of the structural self-sufficiency of fictional worlds" (488). This semantic complexity manifests itself, in my view, especially in postmodern fiction in which various modes of representation, "fictional agents and events" (Dolezel, Ronen, Harsaw (Hrushovski) ), transworld identities of characters (Mc Hale) and other "mixed fictional elements" create a complex fictional world that problematizes a meaning and a relation between the real (actual) and fictional worlds. At the same time, this semantic complexity can point out the process of the construction of fictional world(s) as one of its themes, mostly, in my view, on the allegorical level. In the above-mentioned article, "Mimesis and Possible World," Dolezel not only speaks about the unity and separateness of fictional worlds, but also points out the heterogeneity of fictional worlds within their ontological framework.
In a similar vein, Ruth Ronen speaks about a trans-world identity as being "another aspect of the possible world framework that welcomes and at the same time problematizes an analogy with the notion of fictionality" (57). In her view, "Trans-world identity involves criteria for identifying the same individual across world boundaries" (57). Ronen further asks the question "is Nixon who is both a person and a president in a past state of the actual world the same Nixon as the one in an alternative course of events who retains only his personhood? By what criteria can different occurences of a name in different worlds with the same entity be identified?" (57-58).
Thus each literary character taking name of a real or historical personality of the past or present creates a complicated semantic transworld identity across different ontological levels. For example, a real President Nixon creates an ontological level of physical, actual world; within fictional worlds, literary representation in a mimetic fashion creates a mimetic/realistic fictional world; all non-realistic deviations in a representation of this person/character in a literary work (alternative, fantastic, selfreflexive, for example) form other ontological levels. All these levels can produce a complicated chain of relationships generating a complex meaning.
In his short story "Stick Man" from his short story collection A Child Again, Robert Coover creates a seemingly fantastic, imaginary world of Stick Man who breaks, however, this world's homogeneity by his invasion into a real, physical world and in the meta-world of film (through the character from a cartoon). This creates a transworld identity (Eco) of characters that causes an ontological scandal (Mc Hale 6) through which Robert Coover deals with ontological questions such as 1) the relation between fiction and reality, 2) representation connected especially with the relation between language and reality and between various modes of fictionality and existence, in the context of some poststructuralist theories.
In this way, through a construction of transworld identities of characters, he parodies a celebrity culture, mass media manipulation of the audience and consumerism as important aspects of contemporary (American) culture; and, in keeping with Jean Baudrillard's simulation theory, he points out the replacement of the representation by "simulation" in the contemporary world of advanced technologies.
From a perspective of a reader, an idealized fantastic world reminiscent of a fairy tale genre (the Garden of Paradise, Stick Man and the Stick Woman) is constantly challenged by different worlds and ontological levels. This creates an ontological tension achieved by Coover's depiction of qualities typical of characters from the real world for the characters living in an imaginary, fantastic world. Thus, the Stick Man lives as a real human being (which is the strategy of a fairy tale because a reader accepts human qualities of a fantastic being within this genre); he talks, he has "imagination" and performs other human activities. He becomes a hybrid character typical of a fantastic or a fairy tale world. This fantastic world is an ideal(istic) world with fantastic occurrences that is supported by a metaphor of the Garden of Paradise the Stick Man is situated in and which symbolically implies an idealized world. This seemingly unproblematic status of the Stick Man (unproblematic because, from the reader's perspective, he can be understood as generically coherent fantastic character within his fantastic world) is, however, problematized by Coover's juxtaposition of the high and the low and by his parody of this world. A juxtaposition of the high (philosophy) and the low (simple fairy tale) manifests itself in a status of the Stick Man as fairy tale, flat, wooden (and thus logically artificial, dead) character and in his thinking, that is a high and abstract activity requiring the involvement of reason. This manifests itself in Stick Man's philosophical meditations "on the ontology of being" (Coover 216), for example. In addition, Stick Man's meditation creates another, metafictional framework based on self-reflexivity (meditations on the ontology of being). This metafictional framework thus further problematizes seemingly unproblematic fantastic world and points out one of the possible themes of this short storya meditation on different modes of being/existence represented by both reality and fictional texts which is a theme and narrative strategy typical of postmodern literature. Rather than being an unproblematic and predictable fairy tale character, Stick Man thus becomes a complex postmodern character acquiring various modes of existence in different worlds and ontological levels. This complexity further manifests itself in Coover's use of parody evoked by the misapplication of qualities typical of living beings to artificial things like these stick man represents. Parody manifests itself, for example, in Coover's depiction of a sexual act between two "stick characters", Stick Man and a Stick Woman:
She is identical to him in every way-the same empty circle for a head, the same straight spine, crossed by a shoulder bar and a hip bar at the base, with the four trisected limbs hanging off the bar ends-except that she has a notch in the bottom of the hip bar where he has a tab, which is something like a comma except when making love. Even then, actually[...]When their sticks are heaped together, they make a pretty picture, as of secret hieroglyphs. (Coover 218).
As can be seen in this extract, Coover brings physicality and sexuality into inadequate world, that is a world of artificiality represented by the stick characters. Human activities such as sex are thus used in a constructed fantastic world to which they do not fit and which consequently produces a parodic effect. Thus, both physicality (sexuality) and thinking (mental activity) invade fantastic (imaginary) world in Coover' short story and make the characters not only more lively, but especially parodic.
Coover further develops an "ontological scandal" (Mc Hale) by making the Stick Man's fantastic world, a Cartoon Man film metaworld and the people's world ontologically homogenous. Both the connection and transition between different worlds (fantastic, human, film) are unproblematic and fluent in the story which makes all these worlds equal. The narrator ambiguously suggests that Stick Man has visited the human world several times before (Coover 218) and that "The horizon line has vanished and all visible space in all possible directions is filled with human activity" (219). When endangered by real, physical beings in Coover's world of fiction, a Cartoon Man, a representative of the film world, comes to save the Stick Man out of nowhere, out of indefinite space and he directly influences (even attacks) human characters: "Just when all seems lost, a Cartoon Man flies in from overhead and the humans fall back" (Coover 219). Thus, it also seems that all characters are ontologically equal as if existing in a certain rather indefinite common framework or the world reminiscent of a film scene. The above extract also symbolically suggests another important issue related to this, that is the power of images represented by film conquering the human world as represented by the characters from the real world knocked by the Cartoon Man. Another world, the world of mediated reality (film) is defined by The Cartoon Cartoon Man himself in the following way: "We are not very big on taste and smell in the cartoon world. Mostly we're into low comedy and killing people. A lot of people. Fighting evil, man, it's fucking endless" (Coover 221) .
This suggests it is a world of sterility, violence and cliché typical of popular culture including popular literary and film genres. These characters from different worlds (fantastic and film), however, miss some phenomena (sex, physicality, drinks, pleasure) from the actual, physical world and they want to "tear up the fucking frame" (222), that is symbolically the limitations of their worlds (flatness, stereotypicality, boredom) and, having experienced it, only to come back to their own worlds enriched by the experience from this different, physical world and thus to justify the superiority of their own worlds. As the Cartoon Man says, "We got the best of their world in ours, all the sex and violence, tears and laughter" (221). In this context then, human characters consider their world superior to other worlds and accept the other worlds (imaginary, fantastic as represented by the stick man) only if they imitate, simulate (imaginary) or simplify and thus also idealize their world (the cartoons).
Thus it seems what Coover emphasizes here is the idea of simulation manifesting in all above worlds. The Stick Man can fully enjoy his world by experiencing the real, actual world and by simulating his experience from this world in his imagination and actions; the Cartoon Man by simulating human activities and world; and the characters from the real world, the human beings, by enjoying the simulation itself that seems to precede their value judgement and their formation of a mental picture of reality derived not from the real, physical, but a mediated experience (the cartoon, television, and film). In this context then, human beings emphasize and thus tend to enjoy a realistic representation of reality and thus, on the allegorical level, realistic writing by having both the stick and their world simulated by a Stick Man. They are even referred to as realists (227), but their realistic status and appreciation of realism based on representation in Jean Baudrillard's understanding is further extended to their simulation status as understood by him. Simulation becomes a dominant force shaping the characters' vision of the world preceding a mental picture of it. The perception of the world is thus based on the infinite chain of signifiers that do not refer to physical reality but to themselves and thus create, understood in Jean Baudrillard's terms, simulation. In Baudrillard's view, All of Western faith and good faith was engaged in this wager on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a sign could exchange for meaning and that something could guarantee this Exchange. God, of course. But what if God himself can be simulated, that is to say, reduced to the signs which attest his existence? Then the whole system becomes weightless; it is no longer anything but a gigantic simulacrum: not unreal, but a simulacrum, never again exchanging for what is real, but exchanging in itself, in an interrupted circuit without reference or circumference.
So it is with simulation, insofar as it is opposed to representation. Representation starts from the principle that the sign and the real are equivalent (even if this equivalence is Utopian, it is a fundamental axiom). Conversely, simulation starts from the Utopia of this principle of equivalence, from the radical negation of the sign as value, from the sign as reversion and death sentence of every reference. Whereas representation tries to absorb simulation by interpreting it as false representation, simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation as itself a simulacrum. (Baudrillard) Through emphasizing the idea of simulation, Coover emphasizes "a simulative" character of the contemporary culture and world as well as consumerist character of the contemporary society. As early as during a friendly dialogue between the humans and the Stick Man in the bar leading finally to an agreement that the Stick Man will be imitating his world, after a bartender asks who will pay for the broken glasses, the leader of the humans says: "History has been made in here today. By next week, this will be a famous tourist attraction. You can sell the broken glass as souvenirs. In fact, you'd be doing yourself a favor to smash a few more things" (225).
The situation, as perceived by the humans, seems to anticipate a possible source of profit and becomes a simulation (of the situation to be further simulated by possible museum or TV shows) preceding reality and initiating an endless chain of simulation processes. Thus, this connection of consumerism and simulation is close to Jean Baudrillard's understanding of Disneyland representing a significant aspect of contemporary American culture. In Baudrillard's view, "Disneyland is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation. To begin with it is a play of illusions and phantasms: pirates, the frontier, future world, etc. This imaginary world is supposed to be what makes the operation successful. But, what draws the crowds is undoubtedly much more the social microcosm, the miniaturized and religious revelling in real America, in its delights and drawbacks. You park outside, queue up inside, and are totally abandoned at the exit. In this imaginary world the only phantasmagoria is in the inherent warmth and affection of the crowd, and in that aufficiently excessive number of gadgets used there to specifically maintain the multitudinous affect. The contrast with the absolute solitude of the parking lot -a veritable concentration camp -is total. Or rather: inside, a whole range of gadgets magnetize the crowd into direct flows; outside, solitude is directed onto a single gadget: the automobile[...]The objective picture of the United States then may be traced throughout Disneyland, even down to the morphology of individuals and the crowd. All its values are exalted here in miniature and comic-strip form . . . But this conceals something else, and that "ideological" blanket exactly serves to cover over a third-order simulation: Disneyland is there to conceal the fact that it is the "real" country, all of "real" America, which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence, which is carceral). Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are no longer real, but of the order of the hyperreal and of simulation. ...It is no longer a question of a false representation of reality (ideology), but of concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of saving the reality principle . . . The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false: it is a deterrence machine set up in order to rejuvenate in reverse the fiction of the real. Whence the debility, the infantile degeneration of this imaginary. (Baudrillard) In this short story, The Stick Man thus becomes a celebrity in the human world by imitating both his and human world and thus he becomes an iconic simulator demanded and promoted by commercial televisions. In his shows, "The Stick Man laughs at adversity. The Stick Man goes shopping. He takes up positions reflecting grand themes like good and evil, illusion and reality, money . . . religion, politics, work, and the arts of success, but also lesser elements of the human condition like desire, knowledge, manners, the digestive processes, fine arts" (Coover 228) .
When his success and fame start to diminish by exhaustion of themes, new themes such as sexuality, death, perversity and violence are introduced to stimulate not only the re-acquisition of his fame, but especially the commercial profit which manifests itself also in the introduction of the critical discourse about the show as the theme of the show itself. This can be seen in the following extract describing Stick So thus both the world of fiction (TV shows, the Stick Man's acting) and physical reality merge and create a metaworld of simulation dominating the world of physical reality and representation. This can be seen in one of the final scenes of the short story in which the Human Committee, to innovate and refresh the Stick Man show, suggests and plots killing of the Stick Man and his lover, a Stick Woman, themselves by the audience as a theme meant to initiate his own killing. So the Committee prepares this plot in the following way: First, they must begin a rumor campaign against them. They must utterly reviled. Later, it will be seen that they were only misunderstood, but only after they no longer exist. Then it will be a sad story. Songs will be written and so on. There will edited returns. For now, by way of letters to the editor, graffiti, anonymous advertisement, phone calls pretending to be from poll takers, dirty jokes, leaked 'disclosures,' they are decried as deserters, traitors, perverts, racketeers, revolutionary anarchists, scofflaws, thieves, sex fiends, mercenaries, atheists, dangerous aliens. The crowds begin to gather once more. They are increasingly hostile. Weapons appear...The gathered multitudes shout out positions the Stick Man and Stick Woman are to take, but they have stopped performing and simply cling to one another...They watch the proceedings from the safety of a television studio....they tell themselves they are not responsible for what happens next. (232) (233) Thus through this extract it seems Coover shows the simulation of reality even precedes and influences it, which manifests itself in the literal invasion of people during the show to kill the Stick Man and Woman who are, finally, saved again by the Cartoon Man. Since the Cartoon Man, however, becomes both a savior and a hero again, this can symbolically point out Coover's symbolic depiction of the dominance of the popular and simulation culture as represented by the Cartoon Man.
Conclusion
In his short story Stick Man, as can be seen above, Coover depicts various modes of reality and worlds, especially of physical reality, fantasy and film as equal and as each which undermines its own ontological status and traditional generic conventions associated with them. This is achieved especially by his use of parody, recontextualization of the characters from one world to different worlds that are unacceptable for their own world and by emphasizing the idea of simulation common for all worlds, and as understood by Jean Baudrillard's theory of simulation. At the same time, Coover points out the transition and inadequacy of realism and realistic representation of reality in both contemporary world and fiction and its transition to the simulation culture of the postmodern period characterized by a growing dominance of mass media, popular culture and consumerism. Through emphasizing the imagery of simulation and popular culture, Coover also emphasizes a close connection between simulation and consumerism as some of the most important aspects of the contemporary culture.
